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P RINCIP LES OF TRANSFORMATIONAL
P OLITICS:

MOVING BEYOND RIGHT AND LEFT
by Corinne McLaughlin"

"All great tru ths are paradoxes" was a  profound
t ea ch in g of a n cien t  p h ilos op h er s . Th is
p e r s p ect ive  m igh t  be  u s e fu l  t od a y in
a ddr essin g socia l issu es a n d cr ea t in g a  n ew
"t r a n sfor m a t ion a l polit ics". As  Washington
P os t  wr it er  E .J . Dion n e com m en t s  in  h is
popu la r  n ew book , W h y A m erican s H ate
Politics:
     "We are suffer ing from a  fa lse pola r iza t ion
in  ou r  p oli t ics , in  wh ich  l iber a ls  a n d
con ser va t ives keep a r gu in g a bou t  t h e sa m e
th ings when  the coun t ry wan t s t o move on…
Liber a lism  a n d con ser va t ism  a r e fr a m in g
polit ica l issues as a  ser ies of fa lse choices... On
issue a ft er  issue, t here is consensus on  where
the count ry should move or  a t  least  on  what  we
sh ou ld  be a r gu in g a bou t , liber a lism  a n d
con ser va t ism  m a k e it  im poss ible for  t h a t
con s en s u s  t o exp r es s  i t s e lf. . .  We  a r e
en cou r a gin g a n  ‘eit h er /or ’ polit ics  ba sed on
ideologica l p r econ cep t ion s  r a t h er  t h a n  ‘a
both /and’ polit ics based on  ideas t ha t  broadly
unite us." 1

H owever , a  cen t r a lis t : or  com pr om ise
p er s p ect ive  is  n ot  exa ct ly t h e  a n s wer .
Compromise is not  t he most  effect ive wa y t o
dea l with  pola r it ies, a s somet imes the deeper
wisdom  in  ea ch  s ide is  los t . Com pr om ise
usua lly includes ha lf of each  posit ion , and can
be seen  a s  t h e m idwa y poin t  bet ween  t wo
polar it ies:

LEFT            !          RIGHT

COMPROMISE

To crea te a  new polit ics tha t  can  t ransform
b ot h  t h e  i n d iv id u a l  a n d  s oci e t y --a
"t r a n sfor m a t ion a l polit ics"--a  fu n da m en t a l

sh ift  is needed. We must  address our  pola r ized,
a dver sa r ia l wa y of t h in k in g a n d cr ea t e a
pr ofou n d ch a n ge a t  a  deep level. Ou r  en t ir e
polit ica l s t r u ct u r e is  ba sed on  a  du a lis t ic
approach  tha t  may con t r ibu te in  a  ma jor  way
to ou r  la ck of effect ive solu t ions. We must  be
willin g t o discover  t h e best  in  bot h  Left  a n d
Righ t  a nd r a ise t hem up t o a  h igher  level of
un ity--a  t rue syn thesis. E inst ein  r eminded us
tha t  we can 't  solve a  problem on  it s own level.
"Two sides disagree," he sa id, "because they'r e
bot h  wr on g." We n eed  t o br oa d en  ou r
con sciou sn ess so t h a t  we ca n  a ppr ecia t e t h e
n eed for  bot h  sides of a n  issu e a n d h old t h e
h igh est  of bot h  in  ou r  con sciou sn ess a t  t h e
sa m e t im e. Th en  we see a  polit ica l issu e
seemingly framed as a  paradox on  a  lower  level
is a  grea t  polit ica l t ru th  on  a  h igher  level.

Often  we can  best  perceive one pola r ity by
exper iencing the con t rast  of it s opposit e -- e.g.,
the color  r ed is more vibran t  when  seen  a t  the
sa m e t im e a s blu e. Th e a lt er n a t ion  bet ween
opposit es  is  wh a t  cr ea t es  con sciou sn ess  or
awareness. On  another  level it 's wha t  cr ea t es
elect r icity. The grea t  poet s knew the secret  of
pola r ity and often  pu t  two words with  opposite
mean ings side by side, a s Shakespea re did in
h is  son n et s . J u st  a s  ea ch  a t om  n eeds bot h
posit ive and nega t ive pa r t icles t o be complet e
a n d bu ild a  ph ysica l object , so we n eed bot h
sides of a  polit ica l issue t o const ruct  a  whole
pictu r e of r ea lit y. Bu t  t o t r u ly t r a nscend t he
pola r it ies -- t o ach ieve wha t  psychologist  Ca r l
J ung ca lled the "crea t ive funct ion"-- we have to
go t o a  h igh er  level. Wh a t 's  n eeded is  a
polit ica l a pplica t ion  of t h e m odel of I t a lia n
psych ia t r ist , Rober to Assagioli: two pola r it ies
a re drawn a t  each  end of a  st ra igh t  line, and a
t r iangle is drawn from each  end of the line up
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to a  poin t  above, the poin t  of synthesis:

To move in to th is posit ion  of syn thesis, we
m u s t  be willin g t o see t h e good  in  a n
opponen t 's posit ion , and r ea lize each  one on ly
has a  pa r t  of t he whole view. It  a lso helps t o
dis t a n ce ou r  selves  fr om  t h e pr oblem  a n d
develop more detachmen t  and impersona lity--
to not  see our  posit ion  as our  iden t ity tha t  can
be t h r ea t ened by any change. By focusing on
t h e posit ive of ea ch  side a n d r a isin g ea ch  of
them up to a  h igher , in tu it ive level, t hey can
u n it e t o cr ea t e a  syn t h esizin g solu t ion . Th e
m in d a n d t h e em ot ion s a lwa ys fu n ct ion  in
pola r it y--wherever  t her e is one idea , t her e is
an  opposing one; wherever  there is an  emot ion ,
there's a lso an  opposite one. Only the in tu it ion
ca n  t r a n s cen d  p ola r i t y a n d  k n ow t r u e
synthesis.

F or  exa m ple, t h e pola r it ies of dem ocr a cy
(equ a lit y a n d in clu siven ess) a n d h ier a r ch y
(rank order ing based on  demonst r a t ed abilit y
a n d  qu a l i t y) ca n  be  s yn t h es ized  in t o
"empower ing leadersh ip". The h ighest  aspect  of
democracy acknowledges fu tu re poten t ia l and
en cou r a ges  it s  developm en t  t h r ou gh  equ a l
oppor t u n it y a n d polit ica l r igh t s. Th e h igh est
a spect  of h ier a r ch y a ck n owledges  cu r r en t
a bilit ies a n d h on or s lea der sh ip a n d t a len t s .
Th e  s yn t h es is , t h er efor e , is  a  t yp e  of
t r a n s for m a t ion a l lea der sh ip  t h a t  cr ea t es
"power  with" others, r a ther  than  "power  over".
I t  is  a  lea der sh ip  t h a t  m odels  t h e fu ll
exp r es s ion  of a bili t ies , ye t  cr ea t es  t h e
con dit ion s  t h a t  em power  ea ch  per son  t o
develop h is/her  own fu ll poten t ia l.

The Conserva t ive Righ t  promotes va lues of
self-h elp , h a r d  wor k , a n d  in it ia t ive. Th e
Liber a l Left  pr om ot es va lu es of gen er osit y,

t oler a n ce a n d  in clu s iven ess . Th e r u gged
in dividu a l is  t h e Con ser va t ive m odel of t h e
Am er ica n  cit izen --a m bit iou s, a sser t ive, a n d
en t r epr en eu r ia l, believin g s t r on gly in  t h e
n ot ion  of per son a l fr eedom , even  of m a kin g
m on ey a t  t h e expen se of t h e com m u n it y or
environmen t . The collect ive individua l is t he
Liber a l m odel--iden t ified  pr im a r ily wit h  a
wor k , et h n ic or  sexu a l gr ou p, believin g in
socia l just ice even  a t  the expense of over -sized
government . The syn thesis can  be the " ca r ing
in dividu a l" wh o ca r es deeply a bou t  self a n d
ot h er s , a bou t  self-developm en t  a n d  socia l
ch a n ge, a bou t  in dividu a l fr eedom  a n d socia l
just ice, according to Mark Sa t in .2

Un t il we r ecogn ize a n d a ppr ecia t e t h e
con t r ibu t ion  of both  Libera l and Conserva t ive
pr inciples we'll r ema in  in  pola r ized posit ions
and will be unable to draw ou t  the best  of each
t o cr ea t e  a  h igh er  syn t h es is . Th e Left
a r ch et ypa lly pu sh es for  ch a n gin g wh a t  is
ou tworn  and no longer  needed in  a  society, and
the Righ t  pushes for  preserving wha t  is best  in
a  societ y. Liber a ls  gu a r a n t ee t h a t  evolu t ion
will  p r oceed  a n d  in er t ia  won 't  s e t  in .
Con ser va t ives  gu a r a n t ee t h a t  t h in gs  won 't
ch a n ge t oo fa s t  a n d cr ea t e ch a os , lea vin g
people confused.

Somet imes a  visua liza t ion  exercise can  be
h elpfu l in  developin g u n ifyin g or  syn t h esis
th inking abou t  an  issue. After  gu ided imagery
for  r e la xa t ion ,  a  p e r s on  is  a s k ed  t o
spon taneously visua lize a  symbol for  t he best
in  ea ch  posit ion  lyin g on  opposit e en ds of a
s t r a igh t  lin e. Th e t wo sym bols  a r e t h en
visua lized in ter rela t ing, dancing and blending
together , being r a ised up to a  h igher  poin t  a t
t h e t op of a  t r ia n gle, r epr esen t in g a  h igh er
level of con sciou sn ess , wh er e a n  im a ge or
sym bol of syn t h esis a ppea r s. Th is sym bol is
t h en  a n a lyzed for  it s  deeper  m ea n in g a n d
applied to the issue under  discussion . The fir st
st ep in  syn thesizing Left  and Righ t  pola r it ies
is  lea r n in g t o r ea lly lis t en  t o t h ose wit h
opposing posit ions, to find the gra in  of t ru th  in
each . For  example, P roject  Victory organ ized a
"media ted dia logue" a t  the Los Alamos Labs in
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Ber k eley for  over  350 n u clea r  wea pon s
des ign er s  a n d  pea ce a ct ivis t s --t h e en t ir e
spect r u m  fr om  Righ t  t o Left --u s in g a n
a ppr oa ch  of r ecipr ocit y a n d m u t u a l r espect .
The key was asking people to en ter  a  dia logue
wit h  a  willin gn ess  t o be ch a n ged  by it .
"Because people r ea lly list ened to each  other ,
a n d wer en 't  pr eoccu pied wit h  m a kin g t h eir
own  ca se or  t r ying t o prove t he other  per son
wr on g, t h ey ea ch  discover ed n ew in sigh t s ,"
noted organ izer  Cra ig Sch indler . "New opt ions
em er ged  t h a t  ot h er wise wou ld  n ot  h a ve
because there was a  broader  understanding." A
key st ep was to explore the in t erest s or  goa ls
beh ind the differen t  policy disagreement s and
bra instorm new approaches to meet ing sha red
in terest s.

Likewise, Pa thways t o Peace, an  NGO a t
t h e  U n it ed  N a t ion s  ba sed  in  N or t h er n
Ca liforn ia , br ings together  peace groups from
both  Left  and Righ t  each  year  to work together
on  a  pr oject , for  t h e In t er n a t ion a l Da y of
Peace. By plann ing an  even t  r ela t ing to peace,
pa r t icipan t s have to t ry t o embody peace and
cr ea t e a  pea cefu l pr ocess a m on g themselves.
Being with  such  a  diverse group un ited a round
a  h igh er  pu r pose h a s h elped t h em  lea r n  t o
deeply list en  t o ea ch  ot h er  a n d look  for  t h e
kernel of t ru th  and the posit ive in ten t  in  each
posit ion .

An ot h er  t ech n iqu e for  h elp in g people
t r anscend the Left /Righ t  pola r iza t ion  used by
Search  for  Common Ground in  Washington  DC
is t o sh ow bot h  gr ou ps t h eir  own  a n d t h eir
opponen t 's propaganda  films. Each  side fina lly
n ot ices  t h a t  t h ey bot h  em ploy t h e sa m e
exa ggera t ed por t r a ya ls t o evoke fea r  of t heir
opponent  and to smugly suggest  tha t  their  own
side has a ll t he answer s. When  suppor t er s of
bot h  d isa r m a m en t  a n d s t r on g defen se sa t
t oget h er  t o view ea ch  ot h er 's  film s, it  wa s
ha rder  for  each  side t o hold on to cer t a in ty of
it s own posit ion  and act  smug about  having a ll
the answers.

The philosophica l dividing line between  the
Righ t  and the Left  is somet imes defined a s a
disa gr eem en t  over  wh et h er  socia l pr oblem s

r esu lt  m or e fr om  econ om ic fa ct or s or  fr om  a
breakdown in  individua l va lues. Conserva t ives
a rgue tha t  if our  problem is with  va lues, wha t
is t he good of more spending. Libera ls a rgue
tha t  having good va lues doesn 't  help if there is
n ot  equ a l econ om ic oppor t u n it y for  a ll. Th e
cu r r en t  policy dea dlock  in  Con gr ess t r ies t o
sepa r a t e econ om ics  a n d va lu es  fr om  ea ch
ot h er , wit h  n eit h er  Con ser va t ive n or  Liber a l
a d m it t in g a n y wis d om  in  t h e  ot h e r 's
per spect ive. Cornel West , dir ector  of the Afro-
Am er ica n  St u dies Depa r t m en t  of P r in cet on ,
sees  t h e im por t a n ce of bot h : "We m u s t
acknowledge tha t  st ructu res and behavior  a re
in sepa r a ble, t h a t  in st it u t ion s a n d va lu es go
h a n d in  h a n d. Th e econ om y a n d polit ics a r e
not  on ly in fluenced by va lues bu t  a lso promote
pa r t icu la r  idea ls  of t h e good life a n d good
society." For  example, a lt hough  the poor  may
suffer  from some of their  va lues--like smoking--
m or e t h a n  t h e r ich , t h ey a lso su ffer  fr om
inadequa te diet s and a  lack of access to hea lth
ca r e, bot h  of wh ich  ca n  be pa r t ly cu r ed by
government  spending.3

Dr exel Spr ech er , fou n der  of Vision  a n d
In tegr ity in  Polit ics, has worked on  a  syn thesis
of t he best  in  both  Liber a l a nd Conserva t ive
posit ions. He notes tha t  Libera lism is based on
t h e  a s s u m p t ion  t h a t  h u m a n  n a t u r e  is
or igin a lly vir t u ou s, bu t  beca m e dist or t ed by
t h e in s t it u t ion s  of societ y. Wh en  Liber a ls
ch a n ge  in s t i t u t ion s ,  t h e y  oft e n  h a ve
u n plea sa n t  su r pr ises  wh en  h u m a n  n a t u r e
doesn ’t  r espon d  pos it ively. Con ser va t ism
assumes human na ture is inheren t ly selfish  or
sin fu l a nd t her efore civilized in st it u t ions a r e
r e q u i r e d  t o d e t e r  t h e i r  a b e r r a t ion s .
Con ser va t ive views of t h e m a r ket  a n d t h e
just ice syst em select  t heir  u se of r ewards and
pun ishmen t s t o keep human  na tu re in  check.
Th e syn t h esis of t h ese pola r it ies wou ld be a
view of h u m a n  n a t u r e  t h a t  is  n e it h er
in h e r e n t ly  good  n or  b a d  b u t  r a t h e r
developmen ta l.. Humans develop in to grea t er
a n d  gr ea t er  degr ees  of vir t u e , su ch  a s
unselfishness and self-discipline. The presen t
degr ee of h u m a n  developm en t  is  wh a t  t h e
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Con ser va t ives  descr ibe, a n d  t h e u lt im a t e
poten t ia l of humanity is wha t  Libera ls actua lly
descr ibe.

Spr ech er  a lso n ot es  t h a t  Liber a ls  see
human  na tu re a s "spon taneous and cr ea t ive"
a n d  con ser va t ives  a s  "im pu ls ive", a n d  so
needing order . The Libera l approach  resu lt s in
spon t a n eit y, bu t  a lso r eck less im pu lse. Th e
Con ser va t ive a ppr oa ch  r esu lt s  in  or der , bu t
a lso excess ive, r es t r ict ive con for m it y. Th e
syn thesis cou ld be crea t ive order  -- order  tha t
suppor t s ra ther  than  suppresses crea t ivity.

Libera ls a lso assume the wor ld is r a t iona l,
sa ys Spr ech er , a n d believe r a t ion a l la ws ca n
make a  differ ence. Conserva t ives a ssume the
wor ld is pr e-r a t ion a l, a n d so set  u p r ewa r ds
a n d pu n ish m en t  t o con t r ol t h e ch a os. Th e
syn t h esis wou ld be set t in g u p a  syst em  t h a t
rewards the dimensions of human  na tu re tha t
you  wa n t  t o r ein for ce posit ive qu a lit ies  or
vir t u es  (r a t h er  t h a n  n ega t ive qu a lit ies  t o
pun ish ). A pract ica l example wou ld be to pay
civil ser va n t s ba sed on  ou t pu t  t h a t  a ct u a lly
ben efit s  t h e wor ld, r a t h er  t h a n  pu r ely t h e
n u m ber s of h ou r s  of a ct ivit y per for m ed, a s
today. Likewise, schools cou ld be given  funds
ba sed on  t he a ch ievemen t  of t heir  gr a dua t es
(flu en cy in  ba s ic su bject s , in volvem en t  in
community service, et c.), r a ther  t han  cu r r en t
a lloca t ions tha t  a re not  reward based.

Th e  n ot ion  of em p ower m en t  l in k s
g ov e r n m e n t  a s s i s t a n ce  t o p e r s on a l
responsibility, and is being promoted by those
on  both  t he Left  and Righ t  who see t he need
for  a  "N ew P a r a d igm " (a  n ew s e t  of
assumpt ions abou t  r ea lity.) An  example would
be a llowin g t h e poor  t o even t u a lly bu y t h e
government  housing now provided for  them, so
t h ey ca n  own  it  t h em selves, feel r espon sible
a n d keep it  sa fe a n d dea n . A sim ila r  idea  is
t h a t  of a  gover n m en t  fu n ded edu ca t ion a l
voucher  system where paren ts can  choose their
ch ildr en 's schools a nd t hus ma ke t hem more
com pet it ive. Th is  is  a lr ea dy bein g t r ied in
severa l st a t es -- Minnesota , Idaho, Arkansas,
Iowa , Nebr a ska  a n d Oh io. A n ew idea  of
"wor k fa r e" in s t ea d of welfa r e t ies  welfa r e

payments to jobs or  job t ra in ing by a  va r iety of
tax breaks for  the working poor . Th is helps the
poor  a cqu ir e dign it y a n d t h e h a bit  of wor k ,
givin g t h em  a  bet t er  ch a n ce t o im pr ove
themselves. Republican  a s well a s Democra t ic
suppor t er s of t hese ideas have formed a  New
P a r a digm  Societ y t h a t  m eet s  m on t h ly t o
d is cu s s  n ew policy p r oposa ls  fr om  t h is
perspect ive. 4

Righ t  vs. Left , Ca pit a lism  vs. Socia lism
(individua l owner sh ip vs. cen t r a l owner sh ip),
is syn t h esized in  t h e m odel of wor ker -own ed
cooper a t ives , su ch  a s  t h e h igh ly su ccessfu l
Mon dr a gon  cooper a t ives  wit h  over  20,000
wor ker s in  Spa in . In vest in g ba sed solely on
h ighest  r etu rn  vs. ou t r igh t  dona t ions t o good
causes is syn thesized in to "socia l investment"-
in ves t in g in  com pa n ies  t h a t  expr ess  good
va lu es . ''Doin g well by doin g good" is  t h e
slogan  of the Socia l Investment  movement . The
Liber a l u r ge t o h elp  t h e  poor  a n d  t h e
Con ser va t ive em ph a sis  on  en t r epr en eu r sh ip
h a s been  syn t h esized in t o idea s like F INCA
and the Grameen  Bank which  give the poor  of
t h e Th ir d Wor ld ver y sm a ll loa n s t o s t a r t
bu sin esses, a n d depen d on  peer  r ela t ion s t o
pa y t h em  ba ck . In  t h e pola r iza t ion  bet ween
en vir on m en t a l is t s  a n d  in d u s t r ia l is t s ,  a
syn thesis of the environmenta list 's knowledge
of energy-efficien t  ways to crea te product s and
t h e in du st r ia lis t 's  kn owledge of pr odu ct ion
techniques tha t  a re cost -effect ive is reflected in
t h e  gr owin g n ew "m a r k e t  a p p r oa ch  t o
environmen ta l problems". A r ecen t  ga ther ing
or ga n ized by P r oject  Vict or y wit h  cor por a t e
r e p r e s e n t a t ive s  a n d  e n vi r on m e n t a l i s t s
discu ssed wa ys co r edu ce t oxic wa st e in  t h e
Silicon  Va lley a nd successfu lly modeled non -
a dver sa r ia l com m u n ica t ion  a n d  iden t ified
specific st ra tegies for  collabora t ive work.

On  the abor t ion  issue -- t he Conserva t ive
pos it ion  of "r igh t  t o life” vs . t h e Liber a l
"fr eedom  of ch oice" -- a  n ew syn t h esis m igh t
honor  the eth ica l complexit ies of both  sides and
look to see wha t  each  side has in  common-- not
wa n t in g a bor t ion s  t o occu r , d iscou r a gin g
u n wa n t ed pr egn a n cies, a n d pr om ot in g som e
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form of bir th  con t rol. Each  side holds sacred a
differen t  pr inciple: t he pro-choicer s honor  t he
pr in ciple of fr eedom  a bove a ll; t h e r igh t  t o
lifer s  h on or  life it self a s  m ost  sa cr ed . A
unifying approach  would syn thesize the best  of
both  sides     the sacredness of both  mother  and
fetu s -- r a ther  t han  con t inue t he emot iona lly
deva s t a t in g focu s  on  a bor t ion . In s t ea d  of
focusing a ll the a rgument  between  each  side on
exact ly when  life begins, and whether  abor t ion
is  m u r der , t h e focu s  cou ld  be sh ift ed  t o
conscious concept ion  and preven t ing unwanted
pr egn a n cies  t h r ou gh  a  n a t ion a l edu ca t ion
ca m pa ign  fu n ded by t h e gover n m en t . Bot h
sides cou ld fin d a  wh ole r a n ge of opt ion s on
wh ich  t h ey cou ld  wor k  t oget h er , su ch  a s
p r om ot in g a dop t ion  a n d  r edu cin g in fa n t
mor ta lity ra tes.

To cr ea t e  a  t r u ly "Tr a n s for m a t ion a l"
polit ics, new ways of t h inking a r e needed, a s
t h er e a r e n o com plet e r oa dm a ps a s yet . An
expansion  in  consciousness is r equ ir ed, and a
develop in g a bilit y t o t r a n scen d  a ppa r en t
paradoxes and enfold them in to a  h igher  un ity.
An  iden t ifica t ion  with  t he good of t he whole,
r a ther  than  just  with  one’s own  groups needs,
will t a ke u s fa r  in  cr ea t in g a  n ew a ppr oa ch .
"Whole syst ems th inking" r evea ls how a ll t he
par t s of a  system a re actua lly in ter rela ted and
in t er depen den t  -- n ot  sepa r a t e. A spir it  of
goodwill t owards those with  opposing views, a
win /win  r a t h er  t h a n  win /lose a ppr oa ch , a
r e le a s e  of s e l f-r igh t e ou s n e s s ,  a n d  a
compassiona t e, hea ling spir it  a r e t he keys t o
th is new "Transformat iona l" polit ics.
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